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SOME OF THE IMPLICATIONS OF CHALL'S "LEARNING TO READ, 
THE GREAT DEBATE" FOR TEACHING PERCEPTUALLY HANDICAPPED 
CHILDREN TO READ ARE DISCUSSED. CHALL CONTRASTED THE 
WHOLE-WORD APPROACH WITH THE CODE-EMPHASIS APPROACH IN WHICH 
A CHILD BREAKS THE CODE THROUGH LETTER-SOUND ASSOCIATIONS. IT 
HAS BEEN OBSERVED THAT CHILDREN FIND MORE DIFFICULTY IN 
DECODING THE PRINTED WORD THAN IN COMPREHENDING THE STORY, 
THAT PHONICS DOES NOT NECESSARILY RESULT IN MECHANICAL 
READING, AND THAT PHONETIC KNOWLEDGE ALLOWS THE CHILD TO READ 
INDEPENDENTLY AND IMPROVES HIS SPELLING AND WRITING 
ABILITIES. TEACHING PERCEPTUALLY HANDICAPPED CHILDREN TO READ 
REQUIRES SYSTEMATIC PHONICS INSTRUCTION ENRICHED BY 
KINESTHETIC TRAINING, LESSONS PROGRAMED IN SMALL SEGMENTS, 

AND CONSTANT REVIEW AND REINFORCEMENT. THE CODE -EMPHASIS 
APPROACH OFFERS MUCH IN THIS DIRECTION. CHALL* S BOOK POINTS 
UP THE NEED FOR IMPROVED READING RESEARCH AND FOR THE 
DEVELOPMENT OF DIAGNOSTIC AND EVALUATION INSTRUMENTS. 
PREVENTION RATHER THAN REMEDIATION IS EMPHASIZED. THIS PAPER 
WAS PRESENTED AT THE ASSOCIATION FOR CHILDREN WITH LEARNING 
DISABILITIES CONFERENCE (BOSTON, FEBRUARY 1968). (NS) 
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UIABNIMG 1!Q RIAD:. THB GmT DEBATE 

(Xnplicationa of the Study for <^lldren with beming DisahUitlaa) 



Learning to Eeads The Great Debate been hailed ap a. clearly erf ttep 

• 'I 

dispassionate study of the research on the teaching pf: baglnnlag readings Those 

of us who ramsid>er the intensity of feeling a^ch surrounded some of the previous 

boohs idiich challenged the prevailing nethoda of begihnlng reading instruction t 

malosme Doctor Ghall^s cool. Impartial atudy^. This ie not. a 

and Uxld aside but one ^d^^ch will be referred to again and again by those 

are cohcemed mith the selection of methods, prograniS -and materials for the 

teaching of reading* 

e 

In the study two met|ioda ere contrasted: the i^ple word epproach in i^ich. 
words are taught aa wholaa and recognised **at ;sight** and smaning .la emphaaisad 
from the start ia compared^ with the code-esiphMla approach in which the teaching 
of letter-sound aasociatlpn enehlee the diild;; to leaT^^^ to read by ^aaking" 
the code, 

* 

In Uneoln we ha^ found the aame ayatem cif unified phoni.ca uhich haa proved 

so useful in teaching the perceptually handicapped child to he en effective 

method for teaching all beginning reading* Xhla alphsbatic phonetic program 

1 

which Ic baaed on the Spalding syetem presents ssventy phonograms wUeh rspra- 
sent all of the aounda in English* 

Doctor Chall elasslflaa this pfionstic system eg ^f f ieult baefiise the 
fislectlon of words on the heals of spelling fmueney reaulta in the early 



1. SMldlnc, RDMldk B. Htth Walter T., T»>* Wrl,«ng Boaa tft Baa^atiM. 
Nlataalda, Zne*, Williem Morrow and Compaey, Mae Turk,. 1962 
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intreduetloo of auch Irregularly epelled words as^ ”go”, ”coiae” and ”to**. For 
soBMi children it has been necessary to adjust the program by Introducii^ only 
regularly spelled words at first* 

When the child has learned a few consonants and one vowel sound, ha can writs 

• 

and read back such phonetic sentences as "Sam has a bat*'* Ttsis he leams early 
that these letters represent the sounds of the language he speaks* Kls first 

f 

experience with "breakingf^ the code la that of reading back the words that he 
himself has written* 

During the first year of reading Instruction moat children progtoss through 

eesural basal readers, a wide variety of library books and supplem ent a r y materials 

* 

with a primary emphasis on comprehension* 

The results of teaching beginning reading by the code eephasis approach leads 
us to conclude, as did Doctor Chall in her study thats 

1* The beginning reader has no difficulty understanding the simple stories 
that he reads* The difficulty lies in decoding the printed word. 

2*. toufig children do not find that learning phonics is dull' and dry* 

3* Early phonetic instruction does not sa ke for mechanical reading* 

4* Directing the child* s attention to parts of words greatly upgrades 
spelling* 

5* Phonetic knowledge enables the young child to become an ihdependmt 
reader by providing him with a procedure for decoding unknown words. 

6. Children have the desire and the tools to write their own stories* 

To insure the success of a phonetic program,, it is imperative to provide 
instruction for new staff meebers, studsnt teachers and substitute teacheri* 

Since most teacher training institutions offer no course in this field, pre* 
school and in«serviee workshops must be instituted by the school system* 
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This conference ia concerned with the identification and tei^hing of the 
perceptually handicapped child » therefore » you haue all been alerted td dbaerve 
aueh aignificant characteriatica aa cluawineaa* hyperactivity and diaorientetiofi 
in tine or apace* We cannot generalize aa theae children do not ell have the aane 
def icieneiea and differ greatly from each other* However^ all, of theae children 

are atrongly diapoatd toward difficulty in recognition and analyaia of worda^ 

« • 

therefore • they will all experience trouble in "breahing” the code* 

Perceptually handicapped children reipiire careful and apecific training to 
help then in decoding the written word* They will benefit fron ayatenatic in- 
atruction in phoniea with ouch kineathetic relnforcanent auch aa tracing aand 
paper lettera and writing lettera on the chalk board* 

Leaaona wiat be programaed into email aegaanta which the child can maater* 

A new atep sniat not be added* until the preceding leaaon haa been over learned* 

Wh cannot diaobey the lawa of learning with theae diildren aince what they know 
one day they aometimaa forget the next* Conatant review and reinforcement moat 
be provided* 

Teaching the sounda of the. lettera ia not enough* Practice in blending or 
fuaing the aounda Into worda la neceasary* We do not know how the perceptually 
handicapped dilld aeea a word, therefore hie attention nuat be directed to the 
order of the lettera and particularly to left to right progreaaicn* Many of 
theae children have poor viaual recall and will have to rely on phoniea to decode 
worda* Theae children will need to decode a word many timaa before it beconea 
part of their **ai^t^ vocabulary* After acme aucceaa haa been achieved in allent 
reading, pregreaa in oral reading and apelling. both of which have atronger de- 
coding compodenta, may be leaa sapid* 
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Deapite their dlfflcultlea once theee children have achieved eone euccees 
in decodingy they are able to overcona their apecifie reading problaaa and do 
acquire an Intereet in achool eork 

Aaong her recooRiiendatlona « Doctor Chall aaka for improved reading raaearch. 
Further development and evaluation of dlagnoatie inatrumenta which would enable 
educatora to identify at pra«echool or kin^rgarten age tlwaa children liable to 
have difficulty learning to read would aeen a promiaittg area of concentration# 
Early identification and training df euch children would enable them to realiae 
their potential before their motivation to learn haa been diminiahad and their 
aalf image damaged by repeated failure. Future reaeardh might well be directed 
toward measurea with an enphaeia on prevention rather than remediation* 



